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Accountants and Accountants 
IN the writings of most modern authors on the subject of accounting there is a 
note of seriousness which indicates the 
responsibility which such authors feel in 
attempting to develop an authoritative 
literature. It is, therefore, refreshing 
when one runs across a bit of writing, 
which, whether or not so intended, stimu-
lates his sense of humor and produces a 
flash of amusement. 
Such is the effect of a passage written 
by Marshall M . Kirkman, for many years 
prominently identified with the accounting 
affairs of the Chicago & North Western 
Railway Company, and appearing in his 
book, "How to Collect Railway Revenue 
without Loss," which was issued in June, 
1885. 
We reproduce it herewith hoping that 
it wil l prove both interesting and edifying. 
"Every accountant finds it necessary 
to teach patiently and with infinite labor 
the little devices and forms which he 
has instituted for guarding the treasures 
that he must account for. The alteration 
of one cog in the wheel he has so labor-
iously constructed involves a re-arrange-
ment and the tightening up of all the 
other cogs, otherwise the whole will fall to 
pieces. This he knows and hence one of 
the reasons why he abhors change. The 
adaptability and simplicity of the devices 
introduced by him in order to accomplish 
particular results are often wonderful. 
On the other hand they are sometimes 
inadequate, perhaps cumbersome, often-
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times silly. They are equally dear to him, 
however, in either case, particularly if the 
outgrowth of his own effort. The pe-
culiarities of the accountant we observe in 
all men of isolated or sedentary habits; 
intercourse with the world and active 
competition in its affairs teaches toleration 
and excites scepticism in regard to the 
superior excellence of particular forms. 
The true accountant is apt to be intoler-
ant, but is not sceptical; he never feels 
any qualms of conscience. His rest is 
never disturbed with direful forebodings 
as to the value of the particular methods 
employed by him. Wrapt up in the 
impenetrable darkness of isolated knowl-
edge he eats and sleeps well, and dies full 
of years, content with his record, and 
happy in the consciousness that no one 
will ever be quite able to fill his place. 
This singleness of purpose and devotion 
to particular ideas, however few and 
limited they may be, is an evidence of 
trustworthiness not to be overlooked or 
lightly regarded in selecting an agent to 
examine into the details of our affairs, to 
watch the incomings and outgoings, and 
notice the measure of faith observed by 
those in charge. Such men are to be 
trusted; not for advice perhaps, but to 
record details; not for entrapping lions, 
but for snaring hares. Preferring the 
right but quick to feel that the responsi-
bility does not rest with them, they are 
amiable and acquiescent in every reason-
able contingency of life. There are ac-
countants and accountants. Some are so 
from necessity, others from choice; to the 
former the duties are abhorrent, to the 
latter exhilarating. Anybody may be-
come an accountant; not everyone may 
escape becoming one. The office affords 
bread and raiment however scant, and is 
better than the open street; it is an eddy, 
a whirlpool from which escape is im-
possible. Like the toad at the bottom of 
a well, the occupant observes the light, 
but does not feel any of its warmth. He 
sees the world through a window, small and 
dim at best, in which the panes are filled 
with curious eddies and deflections that 
oftentimes dwarf the passer by and cause 
his features to assume innumerable grim-
aces; to open the window is to invite the 
draught. The active currents of the world 
benumb his faculties. The cage is his 
normal abode. Within it he feels secure, 
outside of it he walks like one who does not 
fully understand the use of his legs or why 
he has them. There are many different 
kinds of accountants. A l l , however, pos-
sess certain general characteristics. The 
accountant whom we love is he of the 
expectant manner and watchful eye, who 
anticipates our slow speech, and is con-
tinually and remorselessly snubbed for 
his pains. This man bothers us, but we 
love him, and give him the preference 
above all others, because a nod brings 
him, while a frown causes him to re-
tire with headlong precipitation. The 
ideal accountant whom nobody likes, is 
full of inconsistencies; he is unlovable, 
oftentimes gloomy, habitually forbidding, 
filled with forebodings, frequently selfish, 
pugnacious, laborious in his methods, 
oftentimes dyspeptic. He cares nothing 
for men, they are to him like the various 
headings on his books, animate today, 
dead tomorrow. To him the acts and 
records of men are but reproductions of 
the account-current, written with different 
kinds of ink, blotted, altered in many 
parts, seamed with erasures, interlined, 
incorrectly balanced, rarely perfect. Never-
theless he believes in ideal perfection, 
technical goodness, abstract honor. He 
is the terror of the sinister and the design-
ing; they blackguard him when he is 
absent, and nudge one another when he 
passes by; but to him, personally, they are 
always respectful. The bolder attempt 
occasionally to terrorize him, and after-
wards, as his reticence is proverbial, they 
108 HASKINS & SELLS November 
recount how abject he was. But of this he 
cares little. He becomes accustomed to 
misrepresentation; it is part of his daily 
life. He bears his defamers no malice; 
strange inconsistency; to him men are 
nothing but figures, to be kept in line, 
properly marked off, added up and bal-
anced. He has followed too many funeral 
processions, not to realize the shortness of 
business success and its futility. He 
strives to please and would like to be a 
favorite, but unknown to himself does not 
possess a single element of popularity. 
This causes him to wonder and he fre-
quently resolves within himself that he will 
cultivate the art. He would like to be on 
good terms even with the worst; but strive 
as he may he seems instinctively to an-
tagonize the greedy, the lying, the selfish 
and the ambitious who use the oppor-
tunities of others to aggrandize themselves. 
With an inanimate eye and leaden face his 
countenance frequently belies his heart. 
Outwardly cold, restricted in his sympa-
thies, isolated, unknown, neglected, poorly 
paid, without support, often at war with 
his neighbors, sometimes in the open field 
and sometimes in the bush, he pursues his 
way, expecting little and receiving less. 
His mind is devoted to his business and 
to the greatest and best that is attainable 
in connection with it. Such is the ideal 
accountant, whether in the banking house, 
merchants' counting-room or the railway 
company's office." 
A Step Fo rward 
THE following excerpt is quoted from 
Chicago Commerce, the organ of the 
Chicago Association of Commerce. 
"The question of whether Chicago busi-
ness men are taking their inventories at 
the best time has for some months been 
under consideration by a special com-
mittee on Inventories appointed by the 
council of the Ways and Means committee, 
the chairman of this special committee 
being George W. Rossetter. A t a recent 
meeting of 
in
